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'Audience exchange': cultivating peer-to-peer dialogue at unfamiliar arts events 
 
Abstract  
Purpose  W The paper aims to demonstrate the usefulness of the 'audience exchange' approach for 
audience development and research, and to highlight the insights offered by peer-to-peer 
dialogue in understanding experiences of unfamiliar arts. 
Design/methodology/approach  W Using a case study with contemporary arts audiences, and 
setting this in the wider context of studies with other first-time attenders at a range of arts events, 
the paper explores the use of the 'audience exchange' method, in which facilitated conversations 
after performance events allow newcomers to reflect upon and deepen their first-time encounters 
with live arts.  
Findings  W The study demonstrates the way in which conversations about arts events can enrich 
audience experience, and shows how participants use exploratory and emotional language to 
articulate their understanding of unfamiliar arts events.  Peer-to-peer learning occurs through 
these conversations, in ways that could be further supported by arts organisations as a valuable 
tool for audience development. The audience exchange discussions also reveal the varieties of 
participation from 'drifting' to full attention that are all part of audience engagement. 
Research limitations/implications  W This is a small-scale, qualitative study, and the method has 
potential to be tested in future studies with a greater variety of participants (e.g. younger or more 
ethnically diverse groups).   
Practical implications  W The effectiveness of the audience exchange for enriching experiences of 
first-time attendance are demonstrated in the paper, and could be adopted by arts organisations 
as a regular part of their audience engagement.  Greater understanding of how new audience 
members draw on prior cultural experiences in finding the language to articulate their first 
impressions of an unfamiliar arts event could be valuable for targeted marketing, and for making 
arts events more accessible to new attenders.   
Originality/value  W The originality of this study lies in its elaboration of the audience exchange 
method, and its focus on the language and peer-to-peer learning evident in the facilitated post-
performance discussions. 
Keywords  W Audiences; audience exchange; facilitated conversations; live arts experience; 
qualitative research  
 
1. Introduction: talking with audiences 
The growth in qualitative research with arts audiences in recent years has implicitly placed a high 
value on conversation, used through interviews and focus groups to enable the articulation of 
audience experience in a way that goes beyond the demographic information and ratings scales of 
commercial market research (e.g. Burland & Pitts, 2014; Radbourne, Glow & Johanson, 2013).  
Emerging from these qualitative studies has been a realisation that the conversation itself is more 
than just a research tool, but can also enrich and solidify the arts experience itself, with potential 
benefits for future attendance and engagement.  Just as memories and identities are built in part 
by talking about them (McAdams, 2001), so the transitory experience of listening to a concert or 
watching a play can be heightened and affirmed in the discussion that follows.  For regular 
concert- and play-goers, perhaps attending with friends or making connections with other like-
minded audience members, this discussion can form part of the social enjoyment of arts 
attendance, helping to build a sense of audience community (Pitts & Spencer, 2008).  For 
2 
 
newcomers, however, who might lack both the connections with other audience members and the 
confidence to articulate their opinions and responses, talk about the arts can be an obstacle to 
engagement (Dobson & Pitts, 2011).  For audience researchers and arts organisations, this 
suggests the need to examine the ways in which regular and new audience members use 
opportunities to discuss their arts experiences, in order to understand the ways in which talking 
with audiences might hold potential for audience development and empowerment. 
Arts organisations themselves have been aware of the benefits of talking with audiences for 
some time, and innovations in the presentation of classical music, to take one example, have 
focused on making increased attempts to connect the musicians with the audience through pre-
concert talks, post-performance discussions, and spoken introductions to musical works during the 
concert.  There is small-scale but consistent evidence to suggest that this greater contact with 
musicians is largely welcomed  W and increasingly expected  W by regular audiences (e.g. Pitts, 
Dobson, Gee & Spencer, 2013), and can help to make new attenders feel that they have insight on 
ƚŚĞ ‘ĞǆƉĞƌƚ ?ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞŽĨƚŚĞŵƵƐŝĐŝĂŶƐ ?ĂƐǁĞůůĂƐĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞƚŚĂƚƚŚĞŵƵƐŝĐŝĂŶƐĂƌĞ ‘ŶŽƌŵĂů
ƉĞŽƉůĞ ? ?ŽďƐŽŶ ?WŝƚƚƐ ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? ? ? Of course, the effects of such communication are not 
guaranteed to be positive: reviewing the spoken introductions on a selection of archive music and 
ƚŚĞĂƚƌĞƌĞĐŽƌĚŝŶŐƐ ?/ǀƌǇ ? ? ? ? ? ?ŶŽƚĞƐƚŚĂƚ ‘ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐƚŽŚƵŵĂŶŝǌĞĐŽŶĚƵĐƚŽƌƐďĂĐŬĨŝƌĞǁŚĞŶ
spoken-ǁŽƌĚĞǆĐĞƌƉƚƐƐŚŽǁƚŚĞŵĂƐĞǀĞŶĐŽůĚĞƌĨŝƐŚƚŚĂŶǁĞƐƵƐƉĞĐƚĞĚ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? ?Ğrtainly the 
expectation of talking from the stage places new demands on performers: the pianist Susan Tomes 
ŚĂƐǁƌŝƚƚĞŶŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ǀƵůŶĞƌĂďŝůŝƚǇ ?ŽĨƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐďĞĨŽƌĞƉůĂǇŝŶŐ ?dŽŵĞƐ ? ? ? ? ? ? ?ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚŚĞƌĞŝƐƐŽŵĞ
evidence that these expectations are becoming more commonplace for recently trained 
professional musicians (James & Sloboda, 2015). 
Beyond the one-way communication of spoken introductions and pre-concert talks, arts 
organisations have also been trialling more interactive audience discussions, providing a setting 
for feedback from audience members  W a practice fairly well-established in theatre (Heim, 2012), 
but relatively recent in music (Dobson & Sloboda, 2014), and in both cases often associated with 
new works and experimental programming.  Again, these interactions place new demands on 
ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĞƌƐ ?ĂŶĚ,ĞŝŵŶŽƚĞƐƚŚĂƚ ‘ĂĐƚŽƌƐĂƌĞŽĨƚĞŶŚĞƐŝƚĂŶƚƚŽŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚǁŝƚŚƚŚĞĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞĂŶĚ
prefer to preserve the relationship of character Waudience rather than create a new relationship of 
actor WĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ ? ?,Ğŝŵ ? ? ? ? ? P190).  A singer-ĂĐƚŽƌŝŶŽďƐŽŶĂŶĚ^ůŽďŽĚĂ ?ƐƐƚƵĚǇĐŽŵŵĞŶƚĞĚ
ůŝŬĞǁŝƐĞƚŚĂƚĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶǁŝƚŚƚŚĞĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ ‘ĚĞƚƌĂĐƚĞĚĨƌŽŵŵǇƉŽƐƚ-ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞŚŝŐŚ ? ? ?dŽďĞ
ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞůǇŚŽŶĞƐƚŝƚƚŽŽŬĂǁĂǇĨƌŽŵŵǇĞŐŽ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? ?ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚĨŽƌƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĞƌƐ ?ĂƐĨŽƌ
audiences, talking about arts experience shapes and changes that experience, and not necessarily 
for the better.  Viewed more widely, such dialogue between audiences and arts organisations can 
ďĞƐĞĞŶƚŽ ‘ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐŝŶŐĐƵůƚƵƌĂůĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ ? ?'ůŽǁ ? ? ? ?  ? ?ďǇƚĂŬŝŶŐ the audience role beyond that of 
consumer, and into active participation in and shaping of cultural institutions.  Heim (2012) 
suggests, however, that such participation is often subtly controlled by the organisation, typically 
ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐĞŝƚŚĞƌĂŶ ‘ĞǆƉĞƌƚ-ĚƌŝǀĞŶ ?ŽƌĂ ‘ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶĂŶĚĂŶƐǁĞƌ ?ŵŽĚĞůŝŶǁŚŝĐŚƚŚĞǀŽŝĐĞƐŽĨĂĐƚŽƌƐ
are privileged over those of the audience members. Organised opportunities to talk with other 
ĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ?ďƵƚǁŝƚŚŽƵƚƚŚĞŵĞĚŝĂƚŝŶŐƉƌĞƐĞŶĐĞŽĨĂŶ ‘ĞǆƉĞƌƚ ?ĨƌŽŵƚŚĞĂƌƚƐŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂtion, 
remain relatively rare  W yet there is potential for such activity to bring the advantages of enriching 
audience experience through conversation, without the pressure to articulate a view to someone 
assumed to be more knowledgeable.  Comparisons can be made with the more widespread 
ƉŚĞŶŽŵĞŶŽŶŽĨƚŚĞďŽŽŬĐůƵď ?ǁŚŝĐŚƐŝŵŝůĂƌůǇ ‘ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵƚŚĞŝŶƚĞŶƐĞůǇƉƌŝǀĂƚĞƉƌŽĐĞƐƐŽĨƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ
ŝŶƚŽĂŶŽƉĞŶ ?ƉƵďůŝĐĨŽƌƵŵ ? ?^ĞĚŽ ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? W with the same attendant risks and benefits of 
changing the experience of cultural consumption through dialogue with others.   
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In this article, we explore the effects of talking about experiences of the arts, through an 
ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚŽĨŚŽǁŽƵƌ ‘ĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞĞǆĐŚĂŶŐĞ ?ŵĞƚŚŽĚ ?ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚďĞůŽǁ ?ŚĂƐďĞĞŶƵƐĞĚŝŶƐĞǀĞƌĂů
studies to facilitate discussion about unfamiliar arts events.  The aims of the linked research 
projects in which audience exchanges were employed included the evaluation of this method  W 
both for its potential to offer insight on audience experience, and as an applied approach for 
developing new and existing audiences for the contemporary arts, in particular.  Additionally, we 
ƐŽƵŐŚƚƚŽŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚĞƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐƌŽƵƚĞƐŝŶƚŽĂƌƚƐĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞǀĂƌŝĞƚŝĞƐŽĨƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ
evident in their connections with the arts.  By drawing first on a case study from a project with a 
network of contemporary arts organisations in Birmingham, UK, and then on wider examples from 
recent studies with audiences in Sheffield and Leeds, we illustrate our uses of the audience 
exchange approach and the findings that emerged from these interventions  W addressing the kinds 
ŽĨ ‘ƚĂůŬĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞĂƌƚƐ ?ƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǇĞůŝĐŝƚĞĚ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐŽĨƚŚĞƐĞĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞĚ
conversations for researchers, arts organisations, and audience members themselves. 
 
2. Research methods: thĞ ?ĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞĞǆĐŚĂŶŐĞ ? 
Our devised method of audience exchange brings together the established methods of 
ethnography and group interviewing, each of which have contributed to the growing body of 
qualitative studies with audiences across art forms in recent years (Burland & Pitts, 2014; 
Radbourne, Glow & Johanson, 2013).  An audience exchange involves taking audience members to 
an unfamiliar arts event and asking them to reflect on their first impressions, their attempts to 
engage with the event and its sense of connection with their existing arts or leisure activities.  
These reflections take place through a group interview, facilitated by a researcher who has also 
attended the arts event, ideally held immediately following the performance in a relaxed social 
space such as the bar in the performance venue.  The element of participant observation brought 
by having the researcher in the audience is essential to enabling conversation amongst people 
ǁŚŽŵĂǇŶŽƚĨĞĞůƚŚĞǇŚĂǀĞƚŚĞ ‘ĞǆƉĞƌƚ ?ǀŽĐĂďƵůĂƌǇŶĞĞĚ to articulate their views: being able to 
ƌĞĨĞƌƚŽ “ƚŚĂƚďŝƚĂĨƚĞƌƚŚĞŝŶƚĞƌǀĂů ?ďǇƉĂƐƐĞƐƚŚĞŶĞĞĚĨŽƌŵŽƌĞƚĞĐŚŶŝĐĂůůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ?ĂŶĚŚĞůƉƐ
participants to generate their own areas for discussion rather than those being led entirely by the 
researcher.  While full-blown conversation analysis has not (thus far) been part of this method, 
close attention is paid to the language used by participants and the reference points it provides to 
prior cultural knowledge and experience.  
Interview questions have varied slightly across the three studies drawn upon in this paper, 
ďƵƚƚŽƉŝĐƐŚĂǀĞĐŽŶƐŝƐƚĞŶƚůǇŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ?ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐƚŽĂůůĂƐƉĞĐƚƐŽĨƚŚĞ
performance or event, their impressions of the venue, staff and other audience members, and 
their experiences of seeking to engage with the art form, including the ways in which they drew 
upon other arts or media practices that were more familiar to them.  Table 1 introduces the 
different studies in which the audience exchange method has been used, along with the codes 
that will be used to refer to these studies later in the paper. 
Table 1: Audience exchange studies 2009-15 
 Research projects and funders (with 
references) 
Audience exchange events (and codes) 
2009-10 Yorkshire Forward Innovation Grant: 
 ‘EĞǁĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞƐĨŽƌĐŚĂŵďĞƌŵƵƐŝĐŝŶ
Two exchanges with first-time attenders at 
Music in the Round chamber music 
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the 21- ? ?ĂŐĞŐƌŽƵƉ ? (Dobson & Pitts, 
2011) 
concerts: 
x ŽŵƉĂŐŶŝĂĚ ?/ƐƚƌƵŵĞŶƚŝ - recorder, 
strings and harpsichord (CI) 
x Ensemble 360  W flute, horn, piano and 
strings (E360A) 
2013-14 Arts and Humanities Research Council, 
ƵůƚƵƌĂůsĂůƵĞƉƌŽũĞĐƚ P ‘hŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ
cultural value from the perspective of 
lapsed and partial arts participanƚƐ ? 
(Pitts, 2015; Pitts, Robinson & Goh, 
2015) 
Three exchanges taking regular arts 
attenders to an unfamiliar art form: 
x Verdi opera, Nabucco (VN) 
x Music in the Round chamber music 
concert by Ensemble 360 (E360B) 
x Jay Phelps jazz sextet (JPJ) 
2014-15 University of Sheffield Innovation, 
Impact and Knowledge Exchange (IIKE) 
ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ P ‘hŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞƐĨŽƌ
ƚŚĞĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇĂƌƚƐ ? (Gross & Pitts, 
2016) 
Four exchanges across contemporary art 
forms in Birmingham, with participants of 
varying levels of arts involvement: 
x dŚĞ ‘ŝƌŵŝŶŐŚĂŵ^ŚŽǁ ?ĞǆŚŝďŝƚŝŽŶĂƚ
Eastside Projects (EP) 
x A family concert at Birmingham 
Contemporary Music Group (BCMG)  
x A performance by Vincent Dance 
Theatre at DanceXchange (DX) 
x An exhibition by A K Dolven at the Ikon 
Gallery (IKG) 
 
Our experience of this method across the diverse settings of these studies has repeatedly 
demonstrated the usefulness of peer-to-peer dialogue after a new arts experience, not least in 
ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ?ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚĂŶĚĞŶũŽǇŵĞŶƚŽĨƚŚĞĞǀĞŶƚďǇƉroviding an 
ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇƚŽƉƌŽĐĞƐƐƚŚĞŝƌŽǁŶƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐĂůŽŶŐƐŝĚĞŽƚŚĞƌƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ ?tŚŝůĞƚŚĞĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐŽĨ
group interviewing are consistent with those reported in other contexts (e.g. Mason, 2002)  W 
namely ensuring full participation from all members and dealing carefully with sensitive subjects in 
an open forum  W our audience exchange participants have explicitly welcomed the opportunity to 
explore their experiences in this way, and the peer-to-peer group format has created conditions in 
which ideas and experiences could be articulated, tested and contested amongst the group. 
Audience exchange members who have felt uncertain about their response to the arts event have 
found that uncertainty replicated in other participants, and so became more confident in their 
thinking aloud, drawing on the language and experiences of their other cultural reference points, 
and enriching their response to the event through discussion.  For arts organisations, this method 
therefore offers a useful illustration of potential ways of deepening, broadening and sustaining 
relationships with and between audiences. For researchers, it provides fresh insight on the 
relationship between organisations, events and audiences, and the place and potential that the 
arts hold in the lives of both committed attendees and, most particularly, those who are newly 
involved. 
 
3. ƵĚŝĞŶĐĞĞǆĐŚĂŶŐĞĐĂƐĞƐƚƵĚǇ ? ?hŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƵĚŝĞŶĐĞƐĨŽƌƚŚĞŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇƌƚƐ ? 
Our audience exchange for contemporary arts audiences took place as part of a study initiated by 
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Birmingham Contemporary Music Group (BCMG) with the Sheffield Performer and Audience 
Research Centre (SPARC) to explore the potential for crossover between audiences interested in 
 ‘ŶĞǁ ?ĂƌƚǁŽƌŬ ?tŽƌŬŝŶŐǁŝƚŚĂŶĞǁůǇĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚŶĞƚǁŽƌŬŽĨĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌary arts organisations in 
Birmingham, UK, we conducted a research project between October 2014 and May 2015 which 
included 56 life history interviews with audience members, five interviews with staff in our key 
partner organisations, and an audience exchange, involving four visits with groups of 8-12 
participants (see Gross & Pitts, 2016, for an overview of the project).  Audience exchange 
volunteers were drawn from the individual interview stage of the data collection, and while they 
were self-selecting according to availability and willingness, they represented a spread of 
educational backgrounds, employment status, cultural preferences and levels of arts involvement.  
dǇƉŝĐĂůůǇ ?ƚŚĞǇǁĞƌĞ ‘ŶĞǁĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞƐ ?ĨŽƌƚŚĞĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇĂƌƚƐ ?ŽƌĨŽƌƚŚĞƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐĂƌƚĨŽƌŵƚŽ
which they were invited for the audience exchange, but they had more arts experience than those 
ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐĐůĂƐƐĞĚĂƐ ‘ŶĞǁ ?ŝŶŽƚŚĞƌĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ ?Ğ ?Ő ?ŽďƐŽŶ ? ? ? ? ? ? ?The average age of 
participants was 56.4 years, but while we had some participants in their 40s and 50s (and one 10 
year old accompanying her grandfather), the preponderance of retired participants was consistent 
with those of typical audiences for classical concerts and theatre (Keaney & Oskala, 2007).  Using 
the audience exchange method to reach younger, more diverse and less arts-experienced 
audiences remains a possibility for future studies, building on the effectiveness of group interview 
studies in classical music (Dobson & Pitts, 2011) and theatre (Lindelof & Hansen, 2015). 
Audience exchange participants were asked to sign up for one or more of a range of events 
according to their availability and curiosity for particular art forms, and encouraged to select an 
event that would bring them into contact with an organisation or art form with which they were 
not already familiar. Participants were invited to bring a friend for whom the arts event was also 
likely to be unfamiliar, so allowing the research to reach new participants and ensuring that 
members of the audience exchange had some existing social connections with one another that 
would help to facilitate the group discussion.  All four events took place in Birmingham in March 
2015: details of the events and participants (using pseudonyms) are shown in Table 2. 
Table 2: Birmingham audience exchange events and participants 
Event details Participants, age and occupation 
dŚĞ ‘ŝƌŵŝŶŐŚĂŵ^ŚŽǁ ?ĂƚĂƐƚƐŝĚĞWƌŽũĞĐƚƐ
(EP): an exhibition held in a repurposed 
warehouse space in an industrial part of the 
city, featuring work made in and about the city 
of Birmingham, with contributions from over 
thirty artists 
Ashanti, 51, arts administrator  
Beatrice, 59, former teacher; storyteller 
Clive, 73, former chaplain; theatre reviewer 
and poet 
Helga, 56, management consultant with 
degree in design 
Jasmin, 47, artist, working in community 
projects 
Oliver, 57, retired art therapist 
Sara, 47, teacher now working in art gallery 
education 
A family concert at Birmingham Contemporary 
Music Group (BCMG): an annual event in which 
a concert of contemporary classical music is 
developed and performed in collaboration with 
a theatre company, making use of dramaturgy, 
sets, lighting and narration. 
Beatrice, 59 (as above) 
Bridget, 67, retired doctor 
ƌŝĚŐĞƚ ?ƐŚƵƐďĂŶĚ ?ĞŶŶŝƐ ?ƉƌĞĐŝƐĞĂŐĞĂŶĚ
occupation not disclosed) 
Clive, 73 (as above) 
Ed, 68, retired IT 
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Karen, 68, full-time at home 
Lorraine, 66, lab technician 
DĂŐŐŝĞ ? ? ? ?KůŝǀĞƌ ?ƐŐƌĂŶĚĚĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ 
Oliver, 57 (as above) 
A performance by Vincent Dance Theatre at 
DanceXchange (DX):  ‘hŶĚĞƌǁŽƌůĚ ? ?performed 
in the Patrick Theatre, inspired by the myth of 
Orpheus. The performance was accompanied 
by the opportunity to explore and respond 
ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞůǇƚŽƚŚĞĐŽŵƉĂŶǇ ?ƐĂƌĐŚŝǀĞ Wincluding 
materials that had inspired past productions  W 
in a dedicated education and engagement 
room. 
Clive, 73 (as above) 
Deborah, 57, community artist and arts 
educator 
Ed, 68 (as above) 
Jasmin, 47 (as above) 
Lorraine, 66 (as above) 
Oliver, 57 (as above) 
Richard, 63, retired examinations 
administrator 
Ursula, 68, psychotherapist 
<ŽůǀĞŶ ? ‘WůĞĂƐĞZĞƚƵƌŶ ? ?ĂƚƚŚĞ/ŬŽŶ'ĂůůĞƌǇ
(IKG): an exhibition held in BirminŐŚĂŵ ?ƐŵŽƐƚ
high profile and longest established 
contemporary art gallery, featuring painting, 
ŝŶƐƚĂůůĂƚŝŽŶ ?ĨŝůŵĂŶĚƐŽƵŶĚďǇŽŶĞŽĨEŽƌǁĂǇ ?Ɛ
most prominent artists, addressing themes of 
sublime natural forces. 
Ashanti, 51 (as above) 
Beatrice, 59 (as above) 
Bridget, 67 (as above) 
Doris, 57, local authority administrator 
Ed, 68 (as above) 
Karen, 68 (as above) 
 
 
x 3.1 First impressions 
Each audience exchange conversation, held immediately after the event in a room within the 
venue and facilitated by the second author, Jonathan Gross, began by asking participants about 
their first impressions of the event.  This open question generally prompted an evaluative 
response, in which participants expressed their enjoyment (or otherwise), often without much 
initial elaboration: 
Sara (EP):  “/ůŽǀĞƚŚĞƐƉĂĐĞ ? ? ?/ƚŚŝŶŬŝƚ ?ƐŚŽǁĂŶĂƌƚƐƐƉĂĐĞƐŚŽƵůĚďĞ ? ?
Karen (IKG):  “EŽƚĂůŽƚŽĨƐƚŝŵƵůĂƚŝŽŶŽƌŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ ? ? 
Deborah (BCMG):  “/ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚŝƚǁĂƐǀĞƌǇŝŶǀĞŶƚŝǀĞ ?/ƌĞĂůůǇĞŶũŽǇĞĚŝƚ ?/ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇůŝŬĞĚƚŚĞ
visualisations. /ƚŚŝŶŬƚŚĞǇǁĞƌĞǀĞƌǇĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞ ? ?
These responsive statements, in which participants were rarely in complete agreement, quickly led 
to more involved discourse, often about how people had felt in the space or engaged with the 
event over its duration.  SarĂ ?ƐĞŶƚŚƵƐŝĂƐƚŝĐƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƚŽƚŚĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶŽĨĂƌƚŝŶƚŚĞǀĂĐĂƚĞĚ
factories of the Eastside Projects, for example, prompted a variety of opinions on whether these 
galleries were sufficiently accessible to potential visitors:  
Clive (EP):  “/ƚŝƐĂŬŝŶĚŽĨ ƉůĂĐĞǁŚĞƌĞǇŽƵŵŝŐŚƚƉĂƐƐďǇĂŶĚŶŽƚďĞƐƵƌĞǁŚĞƚŚĞƌǇŽƵ ?ƌĞ
supposed to come in, or are you allowed in  W ŽƌŝĨǇŽƵĐŽŵĞŝŶ ?ƚŚĞŶǁŚĂƚ ? ? 
^ŝŵŝůĂƌ “ŝŵƉŽƐƚĞƌ ?ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ?ƌŝĚŐĞƚ ?/<W ?ǁĞƌĞĞǆƉƌ ƐƐĞĚŝŶŽƚŚĞƌĂƌƚƐǀĞŶƵĞƐ ?ǁŝƚŚƌŝĚŐĞƚĨĞĞůŝŶŐ
out of place at tŚĞ/ŬŽŶ'ĂůůĞƌǇďĞĐĂƵƐĞ “/ŚĂǀĞŶ ?ƚĐŽŵĞĨŽƌĂǁŚŝůĞĐŽƐƚŚĞƌĞ ?ƐũƵƐƚƐŽŵĂŶǇŽƚŚĞƌ
ƚŚŝŶŐƐƚŽĚŽ ? ?KƚŚĞƌƐƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶĞĚƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐŝŶƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƚŽŽƚŚĞƌĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞŵĞŵďĞƌƐŝŶũƵĚŐŝŶŐ
whether their own response ŚĂĚďĞĞŶ ‘ƚǇƉŝĐĂů ?ŝŶƐŽŵĞǁĂǇ P “/ƌĞĂůůǇĞŶũŽǇĞĚŝƚ ?ďƵƚƚŚĂƚ ?s 
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probably because I like dance ? (Jasmin, DX). In these early stages of the audience exchange 
discussions, therefore, the participants were articulating and comparing their experiences, quickly 
revealing a diversity of responses amongst the group, and so establishing a forum for debate and 
exploration. 
 
x 3.2 Sense-making and responding 
From these initial responses, the conversation took different turns depending on the dominant 
interests and voices in the group.  The Eastside Projects group moved quickly on to a discussion of 
city council funding and support for the arts, a topic that emerged consistently across the groups, 
but usually later in the discussion.  dŚŝƐǁĂƐŽŶĞĞǆĂŵƉůĞŽĨǁŚĞƌĞƚŚĞƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?ƉƌŝŽƌĂƌƚƐ
experience or arts-related work steered the conversation in directions that might not be reached 
in audience exchanges where the members were less frequent arts attenders.  In other groups, 
participants lingered on their responses to the specific event, with the temporal nature of the 
dance and concert performances often prompting a reconstruction of how their concentration and 
engagement had fluctuated over the course of the event: 
Ursula (DX):  “/ƚǁĂƐǀĞƌǇůŽŶŐ ?/ƚǁĂƐǀĞƌǇŝŶƚĞŶƐĞ ?/ ?ĚƐŽƌƚŽĨŚĂĚĞŶŽƵŐŚĞŵŽƚŝŽŶĂůůǇ ?/
think.  /ƚŚŝŶŬ/ĨĞůƚ/ƐŚŽƵůĚŚĂǀĞůĞĨƚďĞĨŽƌĞ/ĚŝĚ ?ƌĞĂůůǇ ?/ŬĞƉƚƐƚĂǇŝŶŐ ?ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ‘KŚ ?ŵĂǇďĞ/
ĚŽŶ ?ƚǁĂŶƚƚŽŵŝƐƐĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ ?ǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?ŝŶĐĂƐĞƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐƌĞĂůůǇŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐŚĂƉƉĞŶƐ ? ?Ƶƚ/
think I overstayed my capacity for the intensity of it, really.  So, in retrospect, I should have 
ůĞĨƚďĞĨŽƌĞ ? ?
Oliver (DX):  “/ĞǀĞŶƚƵĂůůǇůŽŽŬĞĚĂƚŵǇǁĂƚĐŚĂŶĚŝƚǁĂƐůŝŬĞŽǀĞƌĂŶŚŽƵƌĂŶĚĂŚĂůĨůĂƚĞƌ ?
And in those uncomfortable chairs, for me, uncomfortable chairs, that was an achievement 
ƌĞĂůůǇ ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞŶŽƌŵĂůůǇ/ ?ŵ ƌĞƐƚůĞƐƐĂŶĚ/ ?ŵǁĂŶƚŝŶŐƚŽŵŽǀĞ ?ďƵƚ/ǁĂƐƚƌĂŶƐĨŝǆĞĚ ? ? 
,ĂǀŝŶŐĂĐĐĞƐƐƚŽŽƚŚĞƌƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐůŝƐƚĞŶŝŶŐĂŶĚǀŝĞǁŝŶŐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐŝƐĂƌĂƌĞŝŶƐŝŐŚƚĨŽƌĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ
members, and the group members seemed accepting of and interested in the range of responses 
offered, ĞǀĞŶŝĨKůŝǀĞƌ ?y ?ƉƌĞĨŝŐƵƌĞĚŚŝƐĐŽŵŵĞŶƚƐ ?ĂďŽǀĞ ?ǁŝƚŚƚŚĞƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ ? “/ƚŚŝŶŬ/ŵƵƐƚ
ŚĂǀĞďĞĞŶǁĂƚĐŚŝŶŐƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ? ?dŚĞƐĞĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚĞĚĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐŚĞůƉĞĚƚŽŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƚŚĞ
relationship between the art and its audiences, with an implicit recognition that every viewer or 
listener brings their own perspectives, which interplay with the set of affordances the 
performance or exhibition offers: 
Deborah (DX):  “/ƚ ?ƐĐŚĂůůĞŶŐŝŶŐ ?/ƚŚŝŶŬ ?/ƚ ?ƐĐŚĂůůĞŶŐŝŶŐ ?/ƚŚŝŶŬŝƚĚĞŵĂŶĚƐĂůŽƚŵŽƌĞŽĨƚŚĞ
ĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ ? ?
Ed (DX):  “zĞĂŚ ?/ŐŽƚĂƐĞŶƐĞŽĨƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞ ?dŚĞŵƐƚƌƵŐŐůŝŶŐǁŝƚŚŽŶĞĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ?ǁŝƚŚƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ?
ĂŶĚƚƌǇŝŶŐƚŽƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƚŚĂƚƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞ ?ǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?ŝƚǁĂƐ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞĨŽƌƵƐ ?hƌƐƵůĂ P “zĞƐ ? ? ?ŝŶĂ
way, to know what was going on and why they were doing  ?ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ? ? ? 
The participants in the Birmingham audience exchanges were all talking about contemporary 
art, which might have encouraged them to be uninhibited in their expressions of puzzlement and 
 “ƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞ ? ?ǁŝƚŚƚŚĞĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶƚŚĂƚŽƚŚĞƌƐŝŶƚŚĞŐƌŽƵƉǁĞƌe unlikely to be any better informed 
about the specific work or event under discussion.  An example of this came in the Ikon Gallery 
group, where visitors might have expected explanatory text next to the art, and responded 
variously to its absence: 
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Doris (IKG):  “EŽĞǆƉůĂŶĂƚŝŽŶŽŶƚŚĞǁĂůůƐ ?tŚŝĐŚŝƐƚŚĞƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚƚŚŝŶŐ ?ǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?
 ?WƌĞƐƵŵĂďůǇ ?ƚŚĞǇǁĂŶƚƚŽĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƚŚĂƚ ?ƚŚĞ/ŬŽŶĚŽĞƐ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĂƚ ?ƐŐƌĞĂƚ W “
Anouk:  “EŽ ?ŝƚ ?ƐŽŶůǇƚŚŝƐĞǆŚŝďŝƚŝŽŶ ?ƚŚĞǇĚŽŶ ?ƚĂůǁĂǇƐŶŽƚŚĂǀĞ ? ? ?ƚŚŝŶŐƐŽŶƚŚĞǁĂůů ?dŚĞǇ
do somĞƚŝŵĞƐ ? ?
Bridget:  “ƵƚƚŚĞǇĚŽŶ ?ƚĂůǁĂǇƐŚĞůƉƚŚŽƵŐŚ ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ƌĞĂĚŝƚĂŶĚƚŚŝŶŬ ? ‘KŚ ?/ ?ŵƌĞĂůůǇ
ƚŚŝĐŬ ? ? ? 
ZĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐƚŽŶŽƚƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐĂƌƚŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚůŝǀĞ ?Ɛ ?D' ? “ĐǇŶŝĐĂů ?ĂŶĚŶŽƵŬ ?Ɛ ?W ?
 “ŝŶƚŝŵŝĚĂƚĞĚ ?ĂƐǁĞůůĂƐƌŝĚŐĞƚ ?Ɛ ?/<' ?ƐĞŶƐĞŽĨďĞŝŶŐ “ƚŚŝĐŬ ? ?ďƵƚŽƚŚĞƌƐĞŵďƌĂĐĞĚƚŚŝƐůĂĐŬŽĨ
understanding, though paradoxically for broadly educational reasons: 
Doris (IKG):  “/ƚ ?ƐĂďŝƚůŝŬĞĂůůĂƌƚ ?/ĐŽŵĞŚĞƌĞĨŽƌŵǇŽǁŶŐŽŽĚ W ǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?ŝƚ ?ƐŐŽŽĚĨŽƌŵĞ P
ĂďŝƚůŝŬĞĞĂƚŝŶŐďƌŽĐĐŽůŝ ? ? ? ?zŽƵ ?ƌĞĞǆƉŽƐĞĚƚŽƚŚŝŶŐƐǇŽƵĚŽŶ ?ƚƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ?ĂŶĚŝƚĂůůŽǁƐ
you to be grumpy for a reason. [Laughter from the group] KƌĞŶũŽǇŝƚ ? ?
Sara (EP/DX):  “&ƌŽŵĂŶĞĚƵĐĂƚŽƌ ?ƐƉŽŝŶƚŽĨǇŽƵ/ƚŚŝŶŬ ? ‘ŽŚ ?ǁĞůůǁĞƐŚŽƵůĚŬŶŽǁƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ
about it, we should be learning, we should know about what the philosophy behind this 
ƉŝĞĐĞŝƐ ? ?ŶĚĨƌŽŵĂŶĂƌƚĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƉŽŝŶƚŽĨǀŝĞǁ/ ?ŵƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ? ‘ǇŽƵŬŶŽǁǁŚĂƚ ?ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ ?ŶŽ ?
tĞ ?ƌĞƚŽŽƵƐĞĚƚŽŚĂǀŝŶŐƚŚŝŶŐƐĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚƚŽƵƐ ? ? ? 
^ĂƌĂ ?ƐƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ WƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞĚůĂƚĞƌǁŝƚŚĂĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵŽĨƉĞŽƉůĞǁŚŽ “ƐƉĞŶĚŵŽƌĞƚime reading the 
ůĂďĞůƚŚĂŶƚŚĞǇĚŽůŽŽŬŝŶŐĂƚƚŚĞƉŝĞĐĞŽĨĂƌƚ ? ?^ĂƌĂ ?W ? Wwas resisted by various members of the 
Eastside Projects group, who grappled further with the complexities of when and how 
 ‘ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ?ƐŚŽƵůĚďĞƐŽƵŐŚƚŝŶĂŶĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞŽĨĂƌƚ.  Oliver (EP) also enjoyed attending a 
ŐĂůůĞƌǇǁŝƚŚŽƵƚŚĂǀŝŶŐ “ƌĞĂĚƵƉĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞǁŚĂƚĂŶĚƚŚĞǁŚŽĂŶĚƚŚĞǁŚǇ ?ĂŶĚĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐŝŶŐ
ĂĨƌĞƐŚ “ǁŚĂƚŝƚƐĞƚƐŽĨĨŝŶŵǇŚĞĂĚ ? ?ďƵƚŽƚŚĞƌƐĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞĚĂŶĞĞĚĨŽƌ “ĂůŝƚƚůĞŽƉĞŶŝŶŐƚŽĞŶƚĞƌ ?
(Jasmin, EP) through the provision of explanatory texts or friendly curators who could answer 
questions.  Their exchanges were polite but robust, using the group discussion as a vehicle for 
articulating and defending their positions, and revealing the multitude of assumptions and 
experiences that are brought to the interpretation of an event. 
In exploring the importance (or not) of the provision of supporting explanations for 
performances and exhibitions, the participants indicated that the contemporary dance and music 
events (in these cases) had made more obvious attempts to engage and inform their audiences  W 
perhaps because the interactions over time and with live performers made these attempts more 
visible and intrinsic to the performance.  At the BCMG Family Concert, there were visual and 
spoken commentaries on the music, and whilst some found the visuals, particularly, to be 
distracting, Dennis related both to positive experiences of classical music concerts: 
Dennis (BCMG):  “/ƚŚŝŶŬƚŚĞĐŽŵďŝŶĂƚŝŽŶŽĨǀŝƐƵĂůĂŶĚŵƵƐŝĐ W ŝƚ ?ƐůŝŬĞǁhen one goes to see 
a stage opera; when Opera North came and did the Ring, and their visual stuff actually 
brought what was a fundamentally very difficult and complicated piece of music to actual 
life; and so I think this combination of vision and music, that the purist might object, but 
ǁĞ ?ƌĞŶŽƚŚĞƌĞƚĂůŬŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞƉƵƌŝƐƚǁĞ ?ƌĞƚĂůŬŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚƚƌǇŝŶŐƚŽĞŶŐĂŐĞƉĞŽƉůĞĂŶĚĂůƐŽ
ƚŽŚĂǀĞĞŶũŽǇŵĞŶƚ ? ?
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/ŶŚŝƐĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞŵĞŶƚƚŚĂƚĂ “ƉƵƌŝƐƚ ?ŵŝŐŚƚŶŽƚǁĞůĐŽŵĞƚŚĞƐĂŵĞǀŝƐƵĂůŝŶƉƵƚŽŶĂ
performance as he did, Dennis identifies one of the dilemmas faced by all of the organisations 
visited during the audience exchange: how to engage new audience members while also appealing 
to those who might be more familiar and confident with the art form?  At DanceXchange, 
audience members were invited to come in and out of the performance, and also to visit an 
 ‘ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚƌŽŽŵ ?ƚŚĂƚŚĂĚ “ĂǁŚŽůĞůŽĂĚŽĨďŽŽŬƐĂŶĚƐƚƵĨĨĂďŽƵƚƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞĂƌƚ ? ?>ŽƌƌĂŝŶĞ ?
DX).  The variety of available sources of information meant that audience exchange members had 
experienced the event differently, and attributed those differences mainly to their engagement 
with the supplementary materials, as this conversation illustrates: 
Deborah (DX):  “/ĞŶũŽǇĞĚƚŚĞĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ?/ĞŶũŽǇĞĚůŽŽŬŝŶŐĂƚƚŚĞĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞs they were 
inviting us to join into.  I enjoyed looking at the books that obviously have inspired them, to 
ƐĞĞǁŚŝĐŚĂƌƚŝƐƚƐƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǇ ?ǀĞďĞĞŶƌĞĨĞƌƌŝŶŐƚŽ ? 
Oliver:  “^ŽƚŚŝƐǁĂƐƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐǇŽƵĐŽƵůĚ W ? ?Ursula:  “/ƚ ?ƐƐƚŝůůƚŚĞƌĞ ? ? ? 
Deborah:  “dŚĞƌĞǁĂƐĂƐŬetching activity, and writing activities, and all sorts; and just, you 
ŬŶŽǁ ?ƚŚĞƌĞ ?ƐƉůĂĐĞƐƚŽƐŝƚĚŽǁŶĂŶĚƌĞĂĚƚŚĞďŽŽŬƐ ? ?
Oliver:  “/ŚĂǀĞŶ ?ƚŐŽƚƚŽƚŚĂƚǇĞƚ ? ? 
Ursula:  “KŚ ?ŝƚǁĂƐƚŽŽŵƵĐŚĨŽƌŵĞ ?/ũƵƐƚĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚ W ǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?/ǁĞŶƚŝŶƚŚĞƌĞ ?ĂŶĚ/ĨĞůƚ ‘/
ĐĂŶ ?ƚďĞĚŽŝŶŐǁŝƚŚƚŚŝƐ ? ?ĐŽƐŵǇŵŝŶĚǁĂƐƐƚŝůůŝŶƚŚĞĚĂŶĐĞƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ?Ed:  “Dŵŵ ? ?in 
agreement ? ?/ũƵƐƚĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚƚĂŬĞĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐĞůƐĞŽŶ ?ǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?DĂǇďĞŝĨŝƚŚĂĚ been another 
ƚŝŵĞ ?KƌŚĂĚ/ŐŽŶĞĂŶĚĚŽŶĞƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐĞůƐĞĂŶĚĐŽŵĞďĂĐŬ ?/ƚǁĂƐĂůůƚŽŽŵƵĐŚ ? ? 
dŚĞƐĞŝŶƚĞƌĐŚĂŶŐĞƐƐŚŽǁŚŽǁŽŶĞƉĞƌƐŽŶ ?ƐƐĞŶƐĞŽĨƐƵĨĨŝĐŝĞŶƚŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶŝƐŽǀĞƌǁŚĞůŵŝŶŐƚŽ
another, and while Richard (DX) offered the conciliatory suggestion ƚŚĂƚŝŶĞŶŐĂŐŝŶŐ ‘ƌĂǁ ?ŽƌǁŝƚŚ
ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ? “ǇŽƵĐĂŶĚŽďŽƚŚ ? ?ŝƚƐĞĞŵƐƚŚĂƚĞǀĞŶƚŚĞ ƉƌĞƐĞŶĐĞŽĨĞǆƉůĂŶĂƚŽƌǇŽƌĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ
materials invites a different kind of response, which might be disruptive for some audience 
ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ?dŚĞƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶŽĨĂŶ ‘ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚƌŽŽŵ ?ĂƚĂŶĐĞyĐŚĂŶŐĞĐĂŶďĞŝŶĨĞƌƌĞĚƚŽďĞĂ
careful attempt to offer varied levels of interaction for different audience members, but the mixed 
reception of these participants shows that the balance of emotional and intellectual prompts is 
hard for arts organisations to provide in a way that satisfies everyone. 
 
x 3.3 Reflecting on the audience exchange 
After their rich engagement with their own arts experience and those of the other members of the 
group, several of the audience exchange groups ended their discussions in a similar way, by 
reflecting on the value of sharing ideas with other audience members: 
Deborah (DX):  “/ƚ ?ƐƌĞĂůůǇŶŝĐĞƚŽƚĂůŬĂďŽƵƚŝƚĂĨƚĞƌǁĂƌĚƐ ?ZĂƚŚĞƌƚŚĂŶũƵƐƚƐŽƌƚŽĨƚĂŬŝŶŐŝƚĂůů
ŚŽŵĞǁŝƚŚǇŽƵ ? ?
Bridget (IKG/BCMG):  “ ?ĂƚƚŚĞĐŽŶƚemporary music thing, it was quite nice to sit down at the 
end and talk with other people about the experience [agreement] because otherwise you 
sort of wander away with a couple of inane comments, and sort of forget about it.  But 
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sitting down with people is an interesting way of reflecting  W “ ?Doris:  “/ƚĐĂŶĂĚĚƚŽƚŚĞ
ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ? ? ? 
This deepening of experience through conversation was also evident in the group discussions 
themselves, as participants wrestled with their own responses to an event and sought insight and 
reassurance from others in the group.  They emphasised that the particular kind of discussion they 
had enjoyed in the audience exchange was not the same as the conversations with performers 
sometimes offered by theatre or concert provideƌƐ ?ǁŚĞƌĞŽƌŝƐ ?/<' ?ĨĞůƚƐŚĞ “ǁŽƵůĚĨĞĞůĂďŝƚ
intimidated about saying something not terribly deep and meaningful  W ďƵƚƚŚŝƐĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚ
ŝŶƚŝŵŝĚĂƚĞ ? ?dŚĞǇĂůƐŽǀĂůƵĞĚƚŚĞĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚŝŶŐŽĨƚŚĞĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶĂŶĚƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚƚŚĂƚŝƚĐŽƵůĚďĞ
 “ƵƐĞĨƵůĨŽƌƚŚĞŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶƚŽŽ ?ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ ? ?ŝŵƉůǇŝŶŐƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǇǁŽƵůĚŚĂǀĞďĞĞŶŚĂƉƉǇĨŽƌƚŚĞŝƌ
comments to be used to inform future events and marketing, though this had not been the stated 
aim of our audience exchange activities. 
This case study of the Birmingham audience exchange groups has illustrated some key 
features of the method, notably its ability to foster conversation between audience members, to 
encourage the articulation and comparison of their experiences, and so to reveal aspects of arts 
engagement and understanding that are often hidden from other audience members. Strikingly, 
participants in the audience exchange groups indicated how much they enjoyed the opportunity 
for these conversations, and directly asked the research team to suggest to the participating arts 
organisations that they schedule peer-to-peer conversations such as these into their regular 
programme of activities (something BCMG have indeed adopted following the completion of our 
research project). Some participants were keen to stress that these conversations should not 
ŝŶǀŽůǀĞ ‘ĞǆƉĞƌƚ ?ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ PǁŚĂƚǁĂƐƐŽĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝǀĞĂŶĚĞŶũŽǇĂďůĞĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞŵǁĂƐƚŚĞ
opportunity to think out loud with other participants, exploring their (often equivocal and 
uncertain) experiences together without the sense of ĚĞĨĞƌƌŝŶŐƚŽĂŶĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚĂƚŝǀĞ ‘ĞǆƉĞƌƚ ?
presence. Participants also indicated that they enjoyed the opportunity to meet with other 
audience members with whom they would not otherwise make conversation. Both the 
opportunity to explore their experiences together and the opportunity to develop new forms of 
social interaction within the conditions provided by the arts organisation constitute significant 
new possibilities for how arts organisations develop relationships with and between their 
audience members.   
 
4. Audience exchange: the wider evidence 
Having used the Birmingham contemporary arts audience exchange as a case study to illustrate 
the effects and effectiveness of the process, we now draw on other previous uses of the method 
by the first author, Stephanie Pitts, to show how some of these features are generalisable across 
different contexts, and to consider their potential implications for researchers and arts 
organisations.  Through our repeated uses of the method, we have identified three key features of 
the kind of talk that emerges amongst audience exchange participants, each of which reveals 
something about the way in which audience members experience unfamiliar arts events.  The 
evidence from a wider range of arts events, including first-time attendance at opera, jazz and 
chamber music performances (see Table 1 for details), shows how some of the exploratory and 
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reflective conversational trends from the BCMG case study, while perhaps made easier by the 
ƐŚĂƌĞĚ ‘ƉƵǌǌůŝŶŐŽƵƚ ?ŽĨĂĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇĂƌƚƐĞvent, are relevant for new audiences in other 
performance contexts too. Across each of these studies, the audience exchange members have 
engaged in a process of clarifying and refining their individual impressions in relation to the 
articulated experiences of others  W and they have unanimously reported on the usefulness of that 
reflective process, so illustrating its potential as a tool for audience development. 
 
x 4.1 Exploratory talk 
dŚĞŝŶǀŝƚĂƚŝŽŶƚŽ “ŐŝǀĞǇŽƵƌĨŝƌƐƚŝŵƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶƐŽĨƚŚĞĞǀĞŶƚ ?ǁŚŝĐŚďĞŐĂŶŽƵƌĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞĞǆĐŚĂŶŐĞ
discussions is one made surprisingly infrequently to arts audiences.  The business of arts reviewing 
is largely professionalised  W ƚŚŽƵŐŚŽŶůŝŶĞ ‘ĐŽŶƐƵŵĞƌƌĞǀŝĞǁ ?ĐƵůƚƵƌĞŝƐƐŚŽǁŝŶŐƐŝŐŶƐŽĨĐŚĂŶŐŝŶŐ
this  W ĂŶĚĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞŵĞŵďĞƌƐĂƌĞůŝŬĞůǇƚŽďĞŵŽƌĞƵƐĞĚƚŽƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ‘ĞǆƉĞƌƚ ?ƌĞǀŝĞǁƐĂŶĚƉƵďůŝĐŝƚǇ
material than providing their own commentary on events (Jacobs et al., 2015).  While social media 
affords ever-increasing opportunities to give a public response to an event (Long, 2014; Bennett, 
2014), this demands a certain confidence in expressing an opinion, perhaps more likely to be held 
by a long-standing audience member than a newcomer.  By contrast, in the safe environment of 
the audience exchange, all participants had declared a similar level of unfamiliarity with the art 
form, and the reactions of another confused listener or viewer often provided reassurance and 
prompted further discussion, as was the case for these first-time opera-goers: 
Jane (VN):  “>ŽƵĚ ?/ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚŝƚǁĂƐŐŽŝŶŐƚŽďĞǀĞƌǇůŽƵĚ ?ƚŚĞŵƵƐŝĐ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞƐŝŶŐŝŶŐ ?/ƚǁĂƐŶ ?ƚ
ĂƐůŽƵĚĂƐ/ǁĂƐĞǆƉĞĐƚŝŶŐ ?ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ ? ? 
Rose (VN):  “/ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇŵŝŐŚƚŚĂǀĞŐƌĂďďĞĚŵĞĂďŝƚŵŽƌĞ ?ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ/ŵŝŐŚƚŚĂǀĞĨĞůƚ
a bit more involved with the characters, instead of  W /ĨĞůƚƋƵŝƚĞĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞĚĨƌŽŵƚŚĞŵ ? ?
These first responses to opera show how expectations are recalibrated after even just one 
exposure to an art form, and therefore how useful this initial insight could be to arts organisations 
seeking to understand how their work will appear to new audiences.  First-timers at classical 
chamber music concert, similarly, highlighted features that would be commonplace to regular 
ĂƚƚĞŶĚĞƌƐ ?ďĞŝŶŐƐƵƌƉƌŝƐĞĚĂƚƚŚĞ “ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶďĞƚǁĞĞŶƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĞƌƐ ? ?ƐĂŬŽ ? ? ? ? ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞ
 “ĐůŽƐĞŶĞƐƐ ?ŽĨƚŚĞƐƚĂŐĞ ?ŬĂƐƵŬŝ ? ? ? ? ? ?,ĞĂƌŝŶŐŶĞǁĂƵĚŝ ŶĐĞŵĞŵďĞƌƐĞŶŐĂŐŝŶŐŝŶƚŚĞ
formation of their understanding of an unfamiliar art form brings fresh insight for audience 
research; however, on some occasions we have found participants to be inhibited or uncertain in 
finding their own vocabulary to talk about events or art forms.  New audience members at Music 
ŝŶƚŚĞZŽƵŶĚ ?ĨŽƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ?ƌĞĨĞƌƌĞĚƚŽƉŝĞĐĞƐŽĨĐůĂƐƐŝĐĂůŵƵƐŝĐĂƐ “ƚƌĂĐŬƐ ?ĂŶĚ “ƐŽŶŐƐ ? ?ďŽƌƌŽwing 
ŵŽƌĞĨĂŵŝůŝĂƌƚĞƌŵƐĨƌŽŵƉŽƉŵƵƐŝĐ ?ďƵƚĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐŝŶŐƚŚĂƚƚŚŝƐǁĂƐ ‘ǁƌŽŶŐ ?ŝŶƐŽŵĞǁĂǇ
ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚĐŽŵŵĞŶƚƐƐƵĐŚĂƐ “/ ?ǀĞƐƚŝůůŐŽƚŶŽŝĚĞĂǁŚĂƚƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞĐĂůůĞĚ WƚŚĞĨŝƌƐƚďŝƚŽĨŵƵƐŝĐ ?ĂŶĚ
 “ ‘ƚƵŶĞ ? ?ƚŚĂƚ ?ƐŶŽƚǀĞƌǇŐŽŽĚŝƐŝƚ ? ? ?ƌǇŽŶǇ ? ? ? ? ? ?dŚŝƐƵŶĐertainty reinforces the particular 
character of the audience exchange conversation identified by the Birmingham groups (see 
section 3 ?ƚŚĂƚŚĂǀŝŶŐĂĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞĚĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶďƵƚǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ‘ĞǆƉĞƌƚ ?ŝŶƉƵƚƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚĂŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ
forum for the exploration and articulation of new arts experiences.    
x 4.2 Seeking peer-to-peer clarification 
Related to the idea of exploration, audience exchange members have often sought clarification 
from one another  W ŽŶĂĐŽŶĨƵƐŝŶŐŽƉĞƌĂƉůŽƚ ?ĨŽƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ?ŽƌƚŚĞ ‘ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐ ?ŽĨĂĐŽŶƚĞŵƉorary 
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dance performance.   At a jazz gig in Sheffield, audience exchange members returned several 
ƚŝŵĞƐƚŽƚŚĞƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŽĨ “ŚŽǁŵƵĐŚ[the performers] ǁĞƌĞĂĐƚƵĂůůǇŝŵƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŶŐ ? ?:ƵůŝĞ ?:W: ? ?
exploring their uncertainty together in a way that was creatively distinctive from the input of a 
more authoritative source, such as a programme or pre-concert talk.  Amongst the opera-goers, 
some had bought a programme and read the plot synopsis, while others had struggled to piece 
together the story from the acting and surtitles: the richness of their exchange of ideas came not 
from the discussion of these alternatives, but from the expression of opinions about whether the 
opera had made sense to them, emotionally and intellectually: 
Alice (VN):  “/ŵĞĂŶ ?ƚŚĞŵƵƐŝĐĂůƐ/ ?ǀĞƐĞĞŶŚĂǀĞĂůǁĂǇƐŚĂĚůŝŬĞĂŶŝŶƚĞŶƐŝƚǇŽĨĞŵŽƚŝŽŶ W / ?ǀĞ
ĂůǁĂǇƐĨĞůƚůŝŬĞ/ ?ǀĞƌĞĂůůǇĞŶŐĂŐĞĚǁŝƚŚƐŽŵĞŽĨƚŚĞĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ ?ĂŶĚǇŽƵŬŝŶĚŽĨŐĞƚƚŚĂƚ
ŝŶƚĞŶƐŝƚǇ ?tŚĞƌĞ ?ǁŝƚŚƚŚŝƐ ?/ĚŝĚŶ ?ƚ ?^Ž/ĚŽŶ ?ƚŬŶŽǁǁŚǇ W /ĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚǁŽƌŬŽƵƚŝĨŝƚ ?ƐĂƉŝĞĐĞ
of music which I really enjoyed, and really liked the sound of it, or whether it was a bit of 
ƚŚĞĂƚƌĞ ? ‘ŽƐŝƚǁĂƐĂůŵŽƐƚůŝŬĞĂĐŚŽŝƌ ?ďƵƚĚƌĞƐƐĞĚƵƉ ?/ŐƵĞƐƐ ?tŚŝĐŚŵĂĚĞŝƚŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐƚŽ
ůŽŽŬĂƚ ?ďƵƚŝƚǁĂƐŬŝŶĚŽĨĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ? ? 
In various audience exchanges, participants have expressed contradictory views about 
whether the provision of information, such as programme notes or gallery captions, has been 
useful to their understanding (see Section 3.2 ŽŶƚŚĞ ‘ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚƌŽŽŵ ?ĂƚĂŶĐĞyĐŚĂŶŐĞ ? ?
Research on the effectiveness of these supplementary explanations is similarly inconclusive, with 
ŽŶĞƐƚƵĚǇƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚĂǁƌŝƚƚĞŶĞǆƉůĂŶĂƚŝŽŶŽĨĂŶƵŶĨĂŵŝůŝĂƌƉŝĞĐĞŽĨŵƵƐŝĐĐĂŶĂŝĚůŝƐƚĞŶĞƌƐ ?
ĞŶũŽǇŵĞŶƚ ?^ŝůǀĂ ?^ŝůǀĂ ? ? ? ? ? ? ?ǁŚŝůĞĂŶŽƚŚĞƌĨŽƵŶĚƚŚĂƚ ‘ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƵĂůůŝƐƚĞŶŝŶŐmay not be more 
ƉůĞĂƐĂŶƚ ? ?DĂƌŐƵůŝƐ ? ? ? ? ? P ? ? ? ? ?ŶŽƚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚŚŝŐŚĞƌůĞǀĞůƐŽĨŝŶƚĞůůĞĐƚƵĂůĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚǁŝƚŚĂ
performance were not linked to increased pleasure in listening.  Even while the new audience 
members struggled to find a vocabulary to talk about their response to a concert, some felt that 
the language being used by the arts organisation also failed to capture their experience, with too 
much of an emphasis on analysis and not enough on the emotional impact of the music: 
Bryony (E360A):  “&ŽƌŵĞƚŚĂƚĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŽŶŝŐŚƚĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚŵĂŬĞŝƚƐŽƵŶĚǀĞƌǇĞǆĐŝƚŝŶŐ W it 
ŵĂŬĞƐŝƚƐŽƵŶĚĂďŝƚƌƵďďŝƐŚ ? ?[laughs] 
Adam (E360A):  “ƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇƚŚĞDĂƌƚŝŶƽŽŶĞ ?ůŝŬĞƚŚĂƚǁĂƐŵǇĨĂǀŽƵƌŝƚĞŽŶĞ ?ĂŶĚŝƚƐĂǇƐŝƚ
 ‘ĞǆŚŝďŝƚƐƚŚĞĨůƵƚĞƚŽŐƌĞĂƚĞĨĨĞĐƚ ?[laughter] but to me it was the violin that was really 
ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞǀĂƌŝĂƚŝŽŶƐŝŶƚŚĞŵƵƐŝĐ ? ? 
Participants acknowledged the difficulty for arts organisations in communicating with their regular 
audiences while welcoming newcomers: references to past performers, for example, create a 
feeling of distance for newcomers, while contributing to the sense of community that is highly 
valued by regular attenders (Pitts & Spencer, 2008).  This highlights again the value of peer-to-peer 
dialogue, which creates an opportunity for exploring uncertain responses to an arts event and, in 
ƚŚŝƐŝŶƐƚĂŶĐĞ ?ĨŽƌƉƌŽĐĞƐƐŝŶŐƚŚĞĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐŽĨ ‘ĞǆƉĞƌƚ ?ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶĂŶĚĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌŝŶŐǁŚĂƚ
they say about the art and how they say it.   
x 4.3 Reflecting on attention and drifting 
Participants at the various events have reflected on their levels of concentration and engagement, 
often expressing a slightly guilty realisation that their attention had drifted during the course of a 
performance, as in this conversation between first-time chamber music listeners: 
Amelia (E360B):  “/ĚŝĚůŽŽŬĂƌŽƵŶĚŽŶĐĞŽƌƚǁŝĐĞ ?ĂŶĚ/ĚŝĚƐĞĞƐŽŵĞƉĞŽƉůĞŬŝŶĚŽĨůŝŬĞ ?
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looking off, and some people were like, really intense, which was quite nice to see  W made 
ŵĞĨĞĞůĂďŝƚŐƵŝůƚǇƚŚĂƚ/ĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶƚŚĂƚůĞǀĞůŽĨŝŶƚĞŶƐŝƚǇ ? ?
Dan:  “/ĚŽŶ ?ƚƚŚŝŶŬǇŽƵƐŚŽƵůĚĨĞĞůďĂĚ ?ƚŚĞƌĞǁĞƌĞĂƚůĞĂƐƚƐŝǆƚĞĞŶƉĞŽƉůĞĂƐůĞĞƉĂƚŽŶĞ
ƉŽŝŶƚ ? ? 
ŵĞůŝĂĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚŚĞƌƐĞŶƐĞŽĨ “ŐƵŝůƚ ?ŝŶƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƚŽƚŚĞƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĞƌƐ ?ǁŚŽǁĞƌĞ “ƐŽĞŶƚŚƵƐŝĂƐƚŝĐ ?
that she felt she should have been giving them her full attention.  Akasuki, by contrast, claimed 
ŚĞƌ “ƌŝŐŚƚƚŽĚĂǇĚƌĞĂŵ ? ?ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŶŐƚŚĞǀŝĞǁƚŚĂƚŝĨƚŚĞŵƵƐŝĐ encouraged her into personal 
thoughts and memories, this was in itself a response to the performance and not one for which 
ƐŚĞƐŚŽƵůĚĨĞĞůĂƉŽůŽŐĞƚŝĐ ?'ŝǀĞŶƚŚĂƚŶŽƚŝŽŶƐŽĨ “ĚƌŝĨƚŝŶŐ ?ĂŶĚŝŶĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ W or rather, attention 
to features other than the liveness of the performance  W has occurred in many of the audience 
exchange conversations, it would appear that the continuum between background listening in 
everyday life and distracted listening in the concert hall is a fruitful direction for further research.  
Akasuki ?Ɛ “ĚĂǇĚƌĞĂŵƐ ?ĂƌĞŝŶĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚƚŽƚŚĞŬŝŶĚŽĨĂŶĂůǇƚŝĐĂů ?ĐŽŶĐĞŶƚƌĂƚĞĚůŝƐƚĞŶŝŶŐƚŚĂƚŝƐ
implicitly encouraged in programme notes, and fostered through the quiet attention that is 
embedded in a traditional performance venue, with its dimmed lights, fixed seating and focus on 
the stage.  The abstract  ‘ideals ? of musicological analysis or other perceptual frameworks that 
dominate the research literature have seeped through into the world of programme notes and 
reviews, with only a few provocative voices documenting the extent to which classical music can 
be a prompt to relaxation rather than attention (Goedde, 2005: 441).   
While our participants (and indeed Goedde, 2005) expressed feelings of guilt and disrespect 
ĂƌŽƵŶĚƚŚĞŝƌĐŽŶĨĞƐƐŝŽŶƐŽĨ “ĚƌŝĨƚŝŶŐ ? ?ƚŚĞŝƌŝŶĂƚƚĞŶƚŝǀĞůŝƐƚĞŶŝŶŐĐŽŵĞƐŵŽƐƚŽĨƚĞŶĨƌŽŵ
enjoyment of the situation, rather than frustration with it, and is in itself a form of audience 
ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ ?ůŝĐĞ ?ƐĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶŽĨƚŚĞĂƚƌĞĂŶĚŵƵƐŝĐŽĨĨĞƌƐĨƵƌƚŚĞƌŝŶƐŝŐŚƚ P 
Alice (JPJ):  “/ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞďĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ ?ŵƵƐĞĚƚŽƐĞĞŝŶŐƚŚĞĂƚƌĞ ?ŝƚ ?ƐŵĂŬŝŶŐǇŽƵƌŽǁŶǀŝƐƵĂůƐ ?ŝƐŶ ?ƚ
it, in your head? So I would be, again, drifting in and out of myself and thinking of other 
things and associations, and  W sometimes it was quite relaxing, actually, I was starting to 
think  ‘ŽŚ ?ƚŚŝƐŝƐŶŝĐĞ ? ? W ĂŶĚƚŚĞŶƚŚĞƌĞǁŽƵůĚďĞĂƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞƚŚĂƚǁŽƵůĚũĂƌĂŶĚ/ ?ĚďĞďĂĐŬ
ŝŶƚŚĞƌŽŽŵĂŐĂŝŶ ?ƐŽƚŚĂƚǁĂƐƐƚƌĂŶŐĞ ? ? 
ůŝĐĞ ?ƐƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐŚŽǁƐŚĞƌĚƌĂǁŝŶŐŽŶŚĞƌŐƌĞĂƚĞƌĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞŽĨƚŚĞĂƚƌĞŝŶƌĞƐƉŽŶĚŝŶŐƚŽĂ
musical performance, and ĐŽŵƉĞŶƐĂƚŝŶŐĨŽƌĂůĂĐŬŽĨ “ǀŝƐƵĂůƐ ?ĂƐƐŚĞůŝƐƚĞŶƐ ?KƚŚĞƌƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ
ŵĂĚĞƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƚŽĨŝůŵƐĂŶĚƚĞůĞǀŝƐŝŽŶŝŶĨŽƌŵŝŶŐƚŚĞŝƌŽǁŶǁĂǇƐŽĨĂƚƚĞŶĚŝŶŐ ?ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚŝŶŐ&ƌŝƚŚ ?Ɛ
(2002) assertion that constant exposure to music in contemporary society can generate new 
listening skills rather than, as is sometimes feared, eroding the capacity for attention.  Some arts 
organisations have begun to respond to changes in listener behaviour amongst younger potential 
audiences, with experiments including the Orchestra oĨƚŚĞŐĞŽĨŶůŝŐŚƚĞŶŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛ ‘EŝŐŚƚ^ŚŝĨƚ ?
programme of informal classical music presentation (Dobson, 2010).  However, others might be 
understandably cautious of the effects of changing formats upon their established audiences, and 
the audience exchange discussions illustrate that there are no easy answers to this dilemma: while 
some newcomers would have welcomed a more flexible, informal setting, others were keen to 
adapt their behaviour to the perceived norms of the existing audience, with the expectation that 
their experience of the arts event would develop with practice. 
 
5. Conclusions and implications 
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As arts and cultural organisations in the UK respond to the ever-diminishing support of the state, 
they will need to think in increasingly creative ways about how they develop relationships with 
their audiences. The findings of our research with the audience exchange method suggest there is 
significant potential for arts and cultural organisations to create new opportunities for peer-to-
peer discussion. While our audience exchange participants welcomed the presence of a facilitator 
ǁŚŽǁĂƐƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚŶŽƚƚŽďĞĂŶ ‘ĞǆƉĞƌƚ ?ŽƌůŝŶŬĞĚƚŽŚĞĂƌƚƐŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ƚŚĞǇƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇ
demonstrated their own distinctive expertise as co-creators of organisational value, fulfilling 
tĂůŵƐůĞǇ ?Ɛ ? ? ? ? ? ?ĐĂůůĨŽƌ “Ăneo-institutionalist, creative management approach to articulating 
and evaluating artistic value ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? ?Our work in Birmingham strongly suggests the potential for 
strengthening the relationships between audiences and cultural organisations through the 
audience exchange approach, creating conditions in which audience members are more likely to 
ďĞĐŽŵĞĐŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĚƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐĂŶĚ ‘ĐƵůƚƵƌĂůĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐ ? ?Gross & Pitts, 2016), for whom cultural 
organisations are a site of ongoing encounter and conversation.  
Our findings also demonstrate the considerable potential of future action research initiatives 
which combine the ethnographic advantages of in situ conversation and participant observation 
with the opportunities offered by facilitated, semi-structured conversation. This may be 
particularly generative in sites of cultural experience in which deep qualitative knowledge of 
audience experience has been elusive, in which social encounter is not typically built into the 
mŽĚĞŽĨĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ?ŽƌŝŶǁŚŝĐŚƚŚĞƌĞĂƌĞǁĞůůĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚƌĞŐŝŵĞƐŽĨ ‘ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂƚĞ ?ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ
and vocabularies of judgement. As financial necessity and artistic ambition increasingly prompt 
arts and cultural organisations to explore possibilities for collaboration (Cultural Institute Enquiry, 
2015), the audience exchange method offers a powerful tool for developing relationships between 
audiences, researchers and organisations, extending collaborative working in the arts in ways that 
are productive for all involved. By bringing a group of audience members into contact with one 
ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐĂƌƚƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ?the method confronts some of the tensions at the heart of audience 
development, namely whether the value of such activity is in deepening the experience of existing 
audience members or reaching out to new constituents (Lindelof, 2015): the audience exchange 
can do both at once, and so demonstrates the connections between varieties of past experience 
and potential for future engagement. At the most practical level, it also begins to encourage the 
flow of audiences from one organisation to another, offering opportunities for cross-marketing in 
ways that are now being explored by our Birmingham network of organisations. 
The audience exchange approach also suggests possibilities for more effective methods of 
evaluating arts and cultural programmes and events. One possible direction in which to take this 
would be to explore the experience of arts events by particular audience groups. For example, 
Gross, Edwards et al. (2014) used an audience exchange approach as part of the evaluation of 
>ĞĞĚƐŝƚǇŽƵŶĐŝů ?Ɛ>ŝŐŚƚEŝŐŚƚĨĞƐƚŝǀĂů ?ǁŚŝĐŚƚĂŬĞƐƉůĂĐĞŝŶǀĞŶƵĞƐĂĐƌŽƐƐƚŚĞĐŝƚǇŽŶƚŚĞĞǀĞŶŝŶŐ
of the first Friday in October. This audience exchange was with a group of participants from the 
Arts and Minds Network, and the evaluation addressed whether the festival was accessible and 
enjoyable to a group of people who at times suffer from social anxiety, exploring these sensitive 
questions in ways that could have been less productive using conventional research methods.  
^ĞĚŐŵĂŶ ? ? ? ? ? ?ŚĂƐŽďƐĞƌǀĞĚƚŚĂƚĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞŵĞŵďĞƌƐǁŚŽĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐƚŽďĞ ‘ŶŽŶ-ĞǆƉĞƌƚ ?
Žƌ ‘ŶŽƚƚŚĞƌŝŐŚƚŬŝŶĚŽĨƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƚŽĞǀĂůƵĂƚĞĂƌƚƐĞǀĞŶƚƐĂƌĞĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇƵŶĚĞƌ-represented in the 
collective understanding of how the arts are meaningful in contemporary life. The audience 
exchange offers one way to reach marginalised groups who might be alienated by standard arts 
evaluation practices, and so would be valuable in demonstrating the impact of arts engagement 
on a wider section of the population, as well as identifying ways in which arts organisations can 
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speak more powerfully to the full breadth of their potential audiences. 
In light of our findings, oƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶƐŵŝŐŚƚƐƚĂƌƚƚŽƚŚŝŶŬďĞǇŽŶĚ ‘ĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ ?ĂƐ
an extension of marketing strategy, and think more broadly about the varieties of participation 
that take place within the organisational conditions they create for their visitors. At BCMG, the 
facilitated conversation of the audience exchange method has now been adopted as a regular 
post-concert feature, and while this closer alignment with the organisation risks drifting into the 
 ‘virtuous circle ?ŽĨƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚďǇ:ŽŚĂŶƐŽŶĂŶĚ'ůŽǁ ? ? ? ? ? ?, early 
indications are that the conversations are performing a valuable role for both attenders and the 
organisation.  Peer-to-ƉĞĞƌĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶƐĂƌĞŽŶĞƉƌŽŵŝƐŝŶŐǁĂǇƚŽ “ŬĞĞƉƚŚĞŶŽŶ-performance 
ƐƉĂĐĞƐĂůŝǀĞ ? ?ĂƐŽŶĞƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚŝŶƚŚĞŝƌŵŝŶŐŚĂŵƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚƉƵƚŝƚ ?ƵĚŝĞŶĐĞĞǆĐŚĂŶŐe 
conversations not only indicate new ways for researchers and arts organisations to gain insight 
into audience experience and attitudes; they also indicate one way, amongst others, that arts 
organisations might expand the range of social encounters  W and ƚŚĞǀĂƌŝĞƚŝĞƐŽĨ ‘ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ ? W 
ƚŚĂƚƚĂŬĞƉůĂĐĞďĞĨŽƌĞ ?ĚƵƌŝŶŐĂŶĚĂĨƚĞƌƚŚĞĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞŽĨ ‘ƚŚĞĂƌƚŝƚƐĞůĨ ? ?dŚĞĨŝŶĚŝŶŐƐĞŵĞƌŐŝŶŐ
from our use of audience exchange methods to date suggests that action research initiatives such 
as these, in addition to generating important new knowledge, offer possibilities for arts 
organisations and their (current and potential) audiences to develop fuller, more satisfying and 
potentially more enduring relationships. 
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